Sterol sulfates in the epididymis; synthesis and possible function in the reproductive process.
Sterol sulfates are present in relatively high concentrations in the male reproductive tract. Cholesteryl sulfate is the major sterol sulfate in the human epididymis while desmosteryl sulfate is the major sterol sulfate in the hamster epididymis. While the testis is the major source of sterol sulfate in the human, the epididymis of the hamster is the source of demosteryl sulfate. This conjugate accumulates along the length of the epididymis and is taken up by the plasma membrane in the acrosomal region of the spermatozoa. Sulfotransferase activity increases along the epididymis and this is due to the actual synthesis of the enzyme. Sterol sulfates are potent and specific inhibitors of the proteolytic enzyme, acrosin. This property could provide protection against the premature release of proteolytic activity within the male reproductive tract. It is proposed that the removal of this inhibition occurs within the female tract via sulfatase activity in order to enable the acrosome reaction and ovum penetration to occur.